Norman Wright shows how odometer was installed on wagon wheel that dates from the 1800s. 


Odometer’s origins traced 
to Romans — not pioneers 


E Counting device: BYU professor 
writing a history on use in U.S. In the 
process, he also clears up some myths. 


By Brent Harker 


How about a game of “Name That 


Here are the clues: 


You use it more often than a 
hammer. 

It played a significant part in the 
settlement of the United States by 
Europeans. 


You take it with you whenever you 
travel (by car). 


William Clayton did not invent it. 


Give up? Why, it’s the odometer, 
„of course. It might just be the most widely used tool in 
“the world. And, except when it’s time to change the oil or 
sell the car, we hardly give it a second thought. 


‘Norman Edward Wright, professor of computer sci- 
ence at Brigham Young University, has given it more 
than a second thought. He’s writing a history of the use of 
odô sin the United States. In the process; he-has~ 
cli some of Utah’s history. 

‘A common bit of Mormon folklore holds that Clayton, 
author-of the popular hymn, “Come, Come Ye Saints,” 
invented the odometer to mark distances as the Mor- 
mons, under the leadership of Brigham Young, migrated 
from Illinois to Utah in 1847. 

‘Accbrding to Wright, the Romans had gear-driven 
counting devices on their chariots. That’s all an odometer 


THEN 
AND NOW 


is, a gear-driven counting device, even today. In 70 B.C., 
Vel ias, a Roman engineer, described an odometer. 
Leonardo da Vinci designed one that dropped a stone 


into a box each mile. Germans in the 1400s had odome- 
ts pi 

In Í 92, Thomas Jefferson bought a $10 imported 
od r in Philadelphia and measured the distance 
from there to his home at Monticello. The first odometer 
patentin the United States was issued in 1818 to James 
Clark. By 1900, more than 100 odometer-type instru- 
ments had passed through the patent process. 


They were fine-looking instruments, often fashioned 
of brass, gear driven, some with faces resembling pocket 
watches. They were usually just a few inches long and fit 
inside a container that was attached to a wagon wheel. 
Activated by the turning of the wheel, the odometer 
counted each rotation. Multiplying the wheel’s circum- 


Wright says Clayton had an exacting mind, and, given 
the lack of a commercially produced odometer, he pro- 
posed the building of an odometer of wood. Orson Pratt 
proposed a design for it, and Appleton Harmon built it. 


William A. King later built another odometer of the 
same design for Mormons traveling east. Clayton kept 
meticulous records on the trip west and left signs and 
distances for the nine companies that followed Brigham 
Young’s original group. 

A lot of people kept records on their travels west in 
hopes of making some money, says Wright. They sent 
maps and distances back east for publication. Clayton’s 
guides sold for $5 apiece, and later 50 cents each. 


Wright says those two Mormon odometers have disap- 
peared. For many years, the Church Museum in Salt 
Lake City displayed a wooden odometer thought to have 
belonged to Clayton. Wright proved to the museum, how- 
ever, that it belonged to Thomas Lowe, whom Brigham 
Young sent to settle in southern Utah. 


Maps in the 1800s were unreliable, says Wright, and 
the odometers themselves were questionable. 


Before the Civil War, explorers and Army topographi- 
cal engineers were the main users of odometers. Typical- 
ly, they attached the odometer to a single wheel pulled by 
a mule. The mule was ridden by the “odometer 
recorder.” 


— Inā journal article, Wright quoted William H. Ride- 
ing, a writer from 1877, who described the problems that 
odometer recorders sometimes encountered: 


“To see the odometer on a steep mountain trail is 
better fun than a circus,” Rideing wrote. “As it wobbles 
along a good road, it excites the curiosity and conjectures 
of the natives, to whom one wheel without a body is the 
acme of ludicrous uselessness; but on a precipitous path, 
strewn with enormous boulders and netted with chapar- 
ral, it shows the infinite possibilities of its motions. 


“At one moment it bounds from the ground and saws 
the air; then it swings over the rider’s head and assumes 
the appearance of a patent hair brushing machine of 
unusual proportions; and in extreme instances reverses 
its normal motions entirely, and is propelled by the mule 
instead of dragging at that capricious creature’s pendula- 
tory tail.” 

Despite its shortcomings, the odometer was an essen- 
tial part of the surveys that led to the building of rail- 
roads and the colonization of the West. When John C. 
Fremont made a survey for the transcontinental railroad, 
he used an odometer. When Howard Stansbury surveyed 
the Great Salt Lake in 1849, the odometer was there. 
John W. Gunnison used an odometer while mapping 
Utah Lake. 


When Stansbury left Utah in 1850, he sold several 
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22371 BORER SONNENBUCK SWITZERLAND 
22371 BORET OTIAVIO CHAISSO SWITZERLAND 
BORLAND, GEORGE W ICU 
4222 SORANO C/O FMA 2060 E 24ST SOUTH SLC UT 
2477 BOSLEY ROY 667 E 100 S SLC UT 
4825 BOSSHARDT 
4825 BOSSHARDT NYAL CHY UT 
400, BOSTROM PD. 908 DOLORES CO. 
3506 BOTTENAELD 14 KS 
3607 BOTTRELL THOMAS E P O BOX 97 NEPHI UT 
860 BOUCK ROY H 
2960 BOUILUN, PAUL H TWAINE HARTE CA 
4522 BOULWARE ARLAN 
2053 BOUNTIFUL 45TH ELDERS QUORUM 
4300 BOURDOS 769 EMPIRE CIR SLC UT 
PA AIA Ta FREDERICK cure 
B12 BOW NICARD 230 E 2050 S OREM UT 
2960 BOWDEN, KEITH D & ARDONNA (JT SLC UT 
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812 BOWERS VERA C Ur 
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BOWLES, ROBERT L & NOLAM. = SLC UT 
4300 BOWMAN ELDER DAVID A Ur 
3547 BOWMAN Ill HAROLD | u 
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2960 BROADHEAD, LELAND G & USAW SLC UT 


3860 BROBERG JACK M 46724 CAROUSEL 
4663 BROCKBANK W HUGHES 900 DONNERWAY #704 SLC UT 
2960 BROCKBANK, SiC UT 
2960 BROCKISH, DONALD F SiC UT 
4522 BROCKS SHELLEY UL 
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22371 BROHM HEINZ JUERGEN D4000 FRANDFURT 80 WEST GERMANY 
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22371 BRONCO 4500 WALKER CENTER SLC UT 
BRONSKY E ul 
52903 BRONSON A V 3455 PLATEAU DR SLC UT 
670 BROOKE CHESTER E 305 N 4 S PRICE UT 
2960 NEWPORT BEACH CA 
41066 BROOKS JOSEPH L 3615 HAWKEYE SLC UT 
4022 BROOKS Ur 
4522 BROPHY VICKIE Ur 
2960 BROPHY, EDWARD A & DOROTHY MSLC UT 
49994 BROSIO 4445 LORAIN RD SAN MARINO CA 
52903 BROUGH HATTIE 464 BALTIC COURT SLC UT 
52903 RICHARD B 4903 SYLVAN AVE SLC UT 
4703 BROWER OWEN J AVE LOGAN UT 
4703 BROWER ROBIN T 4 #4 SLC UT 
99030 BROWN. 444 E STATE PLEASANT GROVE UT 
2785 BROWN ALLEN D. PROVO UT 
20081 BROWN 800 N 9TH 2.4409 SLC UT 
812, BROWN BEN M ur 
5633 BROWN Ci LYN UT 
20081 BROWN CHAD D $4963 ESLC UT 
4300 BROWN CLARA Ur 
4747 BROWN DAVID Ur 
4393 BROWN DAVID A 40N 4400 W VERNAL UT 
4522 BROWN DONNA E Ur 
52889 BROWN EDWARD E 748 KEARNS BLDG SLC UT 
4653 BROWN GRANT A ‘DR SLC UT 
4663 BROWN IRIS L 4234 E 300 SOUTH SLC UT 
20081 BROWN JONATHON C WY HOLLADAY UT 
400 BROWN JUDY L 576 COLUMBUS SLC UT 
BROWN JUUE 630 E 1450 N LEHI UT 
34615 BROWN KARREN B Ur 
BROWN KEITH 2662 VERONA CIR SLC UT 
6588 BROWN LAVERDA 4074 ROBERTA ST SLC UT 
2960 BROWN, LAWRENCE M & MARIL MURRAY UT 
BROWN LEEANNE R Ur 
BROWN MARION K 89 W CENTRAL ST NATICK MA 
3517 BROWN MARK Ur 
BROWN MARTIN A 
2255 BROWN PAULS GENERAL DELIVERY SLC UT 
4703 BROWN RACHELLE 4637 E 2100 S SLC UT 
BROWN RANDY 4735 W 5255 $ KEARNS UT. 
BROWN RICHARD A 4225 FI UNION BLVD KAYSVILLE UT 
22374 BROWN ROBERT A 46737 E 84 NORTH OWASSO OK 
21054 BROWN RON 472 S 10 WEST SLC UT 
99011 BROWN THOMAS A 
842. BROWN WALTER 47 S 300 E #8 SLC UT 
2785 BROWN WAYNE \YWOOD DR SHREVEPORT LA 
BROWN, ARDELL D 
2960 BROWN, BRUCE C & UNDA J MIDVALE UT 
2960 BROWN, DORIS A SLC UT 
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2960 BUCKNER, GLENL& GLORIAN MAGNA UT 
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2960 BUCKWAY, MELVIN H & EILEEN WEST JORDAN UT 
BUCOLO J 447 LAWRENCE DR PORTSMOUTH RI 
22374 BUEHLER O VADUZ WEST i 
22371 BUEHLER OLKAR PO BOX 796006 DALLAS TX 5 
374 BUEHLMANN ALBERT PO BOX 70. 
BUEHNER ELIZABETH C 3493 ASTRO WAY SALT LAKE CITY UT 
BUEHNER RUTH F 415 EAST PALM LANE PHOBNIX AZ 
22374 BUEL PETER H 6 AIPENBUCK SWITZERLAND, 
BUELL 2473 YUMASTSICUT | 
22374 BUERGEL WILI BRUESCHSTR 42 SWITZERLAND 
22374 BUERGER ANNELIESE C/O We Gen West CERAANY 
3607 BURFHAM CAROL M 4570 W HYW 40 #62 ur 
4442 BUFFOP UL j 
2960 BUFORD, JOHN C 
223714 BUHLE ERBEN AUF DEM ACKER 2 WEST GERMANY, 
2940 RK COMPANY INC. SIC UT 
2960 MURRAY UT 
4693 BULBROOK HARRY Ur 
BULL, DOROTHEA N MURRAY UT r 
1825 BULLOCH ROBERT UL ix 
45753 BULLOCK RANDY J 3894 W 2800 N PLAIN Cry UT 
MD 3047, (GRAND JUNCTION UL 
BUNCE ur A 
4670 BUNCE W 7 W TEMPLE SLC UT 
4306 BUNKER IVA E 430 S 44TH E SLC UT 
PAAR RIANTO TCOOY E Ma 


